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The historiography of the Khmer Empire, specifically the Angkorian period, is uniquely dependent on a synthesis of 

archaeological data, epigraphy, and rare primary textual sources. Among these, Zhou Daguan’s "A Record of 

Cambodia: The Land and Its People"  (originally Zhenla Fengtu Ji) stands as the singular most important first-

hand narrative account of the civilization at its zenith. Written in the late 13th century following a diplomatic mission

from the Yuan Dynasty, this document provides a granularity of detail regarding social structures, urban planning,

and daily life that stone inscriptions often omit. For technical writers, historians, and archaeologists, understanding

the technical nuances of this text is essential for reconstructing the functional reality of 13th-century Southeast Asia.

Historical Context: The Yuan Dynasty Diplomatic Framework

In 1296, the Mongol-led Yuan Dynasty under Temür Khan (Emperor Chengzong) dispatched a diplomatic mission

to the Khmer Empire (Zhenla). The objective was largely strategic: to secure the submission of the Khmer King,

Indravarman III, and to assess the geopolitical and economic landscape of the region. Zhou Daguan was a member

of this mission, remaining in Angkor for approximately one year (1296–1297). Upon his return to China, he

compiled his observations into a comprehensive report.

The significance of this timing cannot be overstated. By the late 13th century, the Khmer Empire had begun a slow 

transition from its peak expansion, yet its urban infrastructure remained fully operational. Zhou Daguan’s account 

captures the Angkorian hydraulic system, the bustling markets, and the transition from Hinduism to Theravada

Buddhism in real-time. Without this text, our understanding of the lived experience of the Khmer people would be

limited to the silent ruins of Angkor Wat and the Bayon.

The Technical Structure of the Manuscript

The manuscript is traditionally divided into approximately 40 thematic chapters or sections. These sections range

from technical descriptions of architecture to sociological observations on gender and class. Key thematic pillars

include:

•  Urban Morphometrics: Detailed descriptions of the city walls, moats, and gates of Angkor Thom.

•  Economic Systems: Observations on the lack of official currency and the use of bartering, particularly by 

women in trade.

•  Agricultural Engineering: Analysis of the multi-harvest rice cycles enabled by advanced water management.

•  Judicial and Social Stratification: Documentation of legal punishments and the hierarchy of the royal court.

Comparative Analysis: Zhou Daguan’s Observations vs. Modern 
Archaeology

One of the primary values of "A Record of Cambodia" is its alignment with modern remote sensing and LIDAR

(Light Detection and Ranging) technology. Zhou described the city as having a circumference of roughly ten miles

with five massive gates. Modern mapping confirms these dimensions with striking accuracy.



Feature Category Zhou Daguan’s 
Description (1297)

Modern Archaeological 
Evidence (2020s)

Reliability Correlation

City Enclosure Walls of stone, roughly 10 
miles in perimeter with a 
wide moat.

Angkor Thom enclosure 
measures approx. 3km per 
side (12km total).

Very High

Hydraulic Systems Vast lakes and canals 
allowing for year-round 
agriculture.

LIDAR mapping shows a 
complex "grid" of canals 
and Barays (reservoirs).

High

Royal Palace Roofed with lead tiles; 
monumental scale.

Foundations at Angkor 
Thom suggest massive 
timber superstructures.

Medium (due to decay)

Demographics High population density 
with thousands of slaves 
and officials.

Low-density urbanism 
models estimate 750,000+ 
residents.

High

Hydraulic Engineering and Agricultural Cycles

Zhou Daguan noted that the Khmer were able to produce three to four harvests of rice per year. This is a 

technical detail of immense significance. In 13th-century China, such yields were rare. This indicates an extremely 

sophisticated macro-hydraulic system. The Khmer engineers utilized the natural slope of the land to move water

from the Kulen Mountains into the East and West Barays, creating an artificial ecosystem. This system mitigated

the risks of the monsoon cycle, providing a consistent water supply for irrigation during the dry season.

The Sociology of the Khmer Empire

Perhaps the most evocative sections of "A Record of Cambodia" deal with the people. Zhou’s descriptions provide

a "living layer" to the stone bas-reliefs found on the Bayon temple walls.

Gender Roles and the Market Economy

A recurring theme in the text is the dominance of women in the local economy. Zhou observes that every market

transaction was conducted by women. He notes that a Chinese man would do well to take a Khmer wife specifically

for her business acumen. This points to a matrilineal or at least a highly egalitarian economic structure within the

lower and middle classes, contrasting with the patriarchal nature of the Yuan Dynasty.

The Institution of Slavery

The text provides a clinical breakdown of the slave class. Slaves (often referred to as Kyul or Khnumin inscriptions)

were captured from the mountainous regions or were debtors. Zhou provides technical details on their social status:

they were not permitted to sit or sleep in the houses of their masters and were subjected to strict dress codes. This

highlights the rigid social stratification that supported the labor-intensive maintenance of the Angkorian

infrastructure.

The Royal Procession: A Study in Power Projection

Zhou Daguan provides a vivid description of the King (Indravarman III) emerging from the palace. This section 

serves as a study in political semiotics. The use of gold ornaments, elephants, and thousands of armed guards 

was a calculated display of Devaraja (God-King) authority. Zhou notes that the King wore a crown of gold and 

carried a "golden sword" (the Preah Khan), symbolizing his mandate to rule. This provides context for the massive



investment in monumental architecture; the temples were not just religious sites but physical manifestations of the

King’s cosmic legitimacy.

Linguistic and Translation Challenges

The transition of this text from the 13th-century Chinese script to modern English involves complex philological 

hurdles. The 2007 translation by Peter Harris, with a foreword by David Chandler, is considered the gold

standard. Previous translations, particularly those by Paul Pelliot in the early 20th century, were pioneering but

suffered from the linguistic limitations of the era.

Technical Terminology in Translation

The terminology used for Cambodia itself has shifted. Zhou used "Zhenla" (w�•J). Understanding the etymology of this 

term is crucial for researchers. Furthermore, the names of animals and plants mentioned by Zhou require botanical 

and zoological cross-referencing. For example, his descriptions of "water buffalo," "elephants," and specific 

varieties of "rice spirit" (Ande Gadih) provide a biological map of the region during the medieval warm period.

The "Ande Gadih" and Cultural Rituals

In the JSON data provided, there is a reference to the rice spirit known as Ande Gadih. This illustrates the deep

spiritual connection between the Khmer people and their environment. Rice was not merely a commodity; it was a

sacred entity. The rituals described by Zhou regarding offerings and gifts to the land spirits reflect a syncretic belief

system where animism coexisted with institutional Hinduism and Buddhism. This triple-layered religious framework

(Animism-Hinduism-Buddhism) remains a defining characteristic of Cambodian culture to this day.

Operational Challenges in Historiographic Reconstruction

While Zhou Daguan is an invaluable witness, a technical writer must also acknowledge the limitations of his

perspective. As a Chinese official, he viewed the Khmer through a lens of "Sinocentrism." He often compared

Khmer customs to Chinese norms, sometimes labeling local practices as "barbaric" or "primitive." 

Addressing Potential Biases

•  Cultural Distortion: Zhou’s shock at certain customs (such as public bathing or the lack of chairs) may lead to 

an exaggerated description of these activities.

•  Linguistic Gaps: Khmer terms were transcribed into Chinese phonetics, which can sometimes make original 

names difficult to identify with 100% certainty.

•  Temporal Snapshot: The account represents only one year (1296-1297). It does not account for the dynamic 

changes that occurred in the decades before or after his visit.

Strategic Implementation for Modern Researchers

For those utilizing Zhou Daguan’s work for academic or professional research, the following procedural steps are

recommended for maximum accuracy:

1.  Cross-Reference with Epigraphy: Always compare Zhou’s narrative with the Sanskirt and Old Khmer 

inscriptions found on temple stelae. This helps distinguish between the "idealized" state described in stone and the 

"lived" state described by Zhou.

2.  Overlay with GIS Data: Use Geographic Information Systems (GIS) to plot the descriptions of gates and 

canals onto modern topological maps.

3.  Analyze Secondary Scholarship: Consult the works of David Chandler and Michael Vickery to understand 



the broader political context of the 13th-century decline of Angkor.

4.  Thematic Categorization: Break the text down into specific data points (e.g., "Trade Goods," "Punishments," 

"Ceremonial Attire") to create a structured database of medieval Khmer life.

Broader Implications for Southeast Asian Studies

The legacy of A Record of Cambodiaextends beyond history; it is a foundational text for understanding the cultural

DNA of modern Cambodia. The descriptions of the Royal Palace and the sacred buildings provide a life to the dead

temples and ruins that they themselves can no longer project. When a visitor walks through the gates of Angkor

Thom today, they are walking through a space defined by Zhou Daguan’s narrative.

Moreover, this text serves as a case study in trans-national history. It shows the interconnectedness of Asia long

before the arrival of European colonial powers. The trade routes that brought Zhou Daguan to Angkor were the

same routes that carried silk, porcelain, and ideas across the continent. By studying this record, we gain insight into

the sophisticated diplomacy of the Yuan Dynasty and the resilient, complex social fabric of the Khmer Empire at a

pivotal moment in its history. The work of Peter Harris in translating these nuances ensures that the voice of a 13th-

century Chinese traveler continues to inform the technical and cultural preservation of one of humanity's greatest

archaeological treasures.
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